RETREAT     AND     ADVANCE
^shouted from the wagon. The battery team went by in
silence, hurrying to get across the river. In the early twilight
Prokhor sought long for his rifle and horse. But he found
neither. Down by the river he took off his other boot and
^threw it into the water, then he wetted his head again and
again in the endeavour to ease the unbearable pain that
gripped it in iron bands.
The cavalry began to cross the river at sunrise. The
cossacks drove their horses down to the Don above the
point where it turned at a right angle westward. The horses
herded together, and were unwilling to enter the bitterly cold
water; the cossacks shouted and drove them on with their
whips. One raven horse with a broad star on its forehead
began to swim, and the others followed it, snorting as they
made the water seethe around them. The cossacks followed
-them on six barges, a man standing on the prow of each
., barge with a rope lasso ready for any emergency,
" Don't get in front of them ! Drive them across the
current. Don't let it carry them away," the squadron com-
mander shouted, making his whip whistle in his hand before
he brought it down against the leg of his muddy boot.
The swift current began to sweep the horses downstream.
The raven horse easily out-distanced the others, and was the
first to emerge on to the sandy shore of the left bank. At
that moment the sun peered above the bushy branches of a
poplar, a rosy shaft of light fell on the raven horse, and its
hair, gleaming with the damp, flashed into a dazzling sombre
flame.
* The horses all reached the further bank without accident.
Cossacks were already waiting for them there, sorting out
the mounts as they landed and bridling them. On the other
side men began to send the saddles by boat across the
river.
After inquiring about his own squadron Prokhor returned
to the refugee wagons. Everywhere the pungent smoke of
camp-fires made of brushwood, dismantled fences and dried
dung was rising in the breeze. The women were getting
breakfast. During the night several thousand more refugees
had arrived from the steppe districts on the right bank of the
Don. Around the fires arose a hum of voices. Prokhor caught
snatches of conversation :
" When shall we get a chance to cross ? "